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introduCtion

It’s just intrusive and it was making me think these people are 
just really racist. They are thinking that we’re just a family 

smuggling into this country…. That is how they were treating 
me…. It was an awful experience because it makes you feel like 
you’re a criminal ‘cause that’s the way I was being treated. Like 
I am not supposed to be in this country, I’m doing something 
illegal. —Welfare recipient

Many activists and researchers have characterized Canadian welfare 
policy and anti-fraud measures in the 1990s as a devastating “war against 
the poor.” In an October 2002 press release, the National Anti-Poverty 
Association (napo) noted:

While the United Nations marks October 17th, the International 
Day for the Eradication of  Poverty, the relevance of  such an 
occasion goes virtually unacknowledged by parliamentarians, 
governments and media in Canada…. The concept of  poverty 
elimination has been lost in Canada. Instead of  attacking the 
root causes of  poverty and establishing viable mechanisms which 
would lead to an end to poverty in Canada, federal and provin-
cial/territorial governments advance treacherously towards the 
wholesale criminalization of  poverty…. “They are not the least 
bit interested in solving problems,” said Linda Lalonde, napo 
President, “They’re more concerned with making people afraid 
of  poverty and blaming individuals for it.”

 This book illustrates the ways in which the “criminalization of  
poverty” mentioned by napo is not only a war against the poor but also 
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fundamentally an attack on people of  colour. This study examines the 
racialized effects of  government policies on the policing of  “welfare fraud” 
in two provinces in Canada — Ontario and British Columbia. Through 
interviews with welfare recipients of  colour, we demonstrate how current 
welfare enforcement measures rely on racial stereotypes and myths about 
recipients in order to refuse or suspend welfare benefits. By arguing that 
the enforcement of  welfare fraud policies in Canada is racialized, we are 
not advancing a demographic argument about the racial characteristics of  
people on welfare. Indeed, in stark contrast to the United States (Schram 
2005), data on the demographics of  individuals accused of  fraud is not 
collected in Canada (see Chan and Mirchandani 2002). There is no evi-
dence that people of  colour have higher than average rates of  welfare 
usage. Studies show that immigrants, for example, receive welfare at lower 
rates than the general population (Shields 2003: xx).
 Our focus is on the ways in which, through a series of  mythologies, 
people of  colour are constructed as being fundamentally dishonest vis-à-
vis the welfare system. We also look at how welfare policies and procedures 
specifically stigmatize and discriminate against people of  colour. Through 
an examination of  welfare enforcement, we seek to discover the process 
of  criminalization as well as the ways in which criminalized individuals 
strive for social justice.
 To date, there is a paucity of  data on the racialized impact of  wel-
fare control policies in Canada. While there has been research about 
the effects of  welfare reforms on women generally, few researchers have 
examined the impact of  both race and gender in the context of  welfare 
enforcement. In documenting the experiences of  welfare recipients, this 
book highlights how issues of  race, gender and class mediate society’s 
understanding and application of  social policies. An examination of  
welfare enforcement policies in British Columbia and Ontario shows 
how the rhetoric of  “welfare overpayment” serves to further neo-liberal 
governance structures. Our study outlines the practices and strategies 
these two provinces have adopted to combat welfare overpayment. It 
shows that the increasing tendency of  provinces to criminalize welfare 
recipients through the pursuit of  “fraudulent” claimants has a significant 
impact on their ability to pursue employment opportunities and to par-
ticipate fully in all aspects of  social life. Not only does this book provide a 
rich source of  data on how the regulations and their enactments achieve 
racialization, we also give voice to the ways in which recipients experience 
the welfare regime.
 We approach this topic with the view that the attack on the welfare 
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state in Canada, the increasing impoverishment of  people of  colour and 
the social polarization between rich and poor cannot be understood with-
out paying attention to issues of  race. While old forms of  racial hierarchies 
are no longer tolerated and popular culture sees racism as a thing of  the 
past, racism continues to characterize and shape life in our society. In 
particular, “welfare racism” plays a significant role in the organization of  
public assistance attitudes, policies and practices (Neubeck and Cazenave 
2002). Within Canada, for example, myths surrounding newly arrived 
immigrants or refugees routinely link them with thinly veiled racist terms 
like “welfare cheats” or “welfare abusers” (Wright 2000). Women of  col-
our have borne the brunt of  this hostility since, in the context of  welfare, 
their gender and racial differences make them particularly vulnerable to 
neo-conservative attacks. Our approach embraces both a feminist and 
an anti-racist perspective, thereby recognizing that issues of  gender, race 
and class are fundamental principles upon which society is organized. 
The gendered and racialized nature of  welfare entitlement highlights the 
necessity of  examining how these interlocking systems of  social organiza-
tion exclude some social groups but not others. In order to highlight these 
issues, we use the term “gendered racialization” to capture the active, 
continuous and often subtle ways in which race is invoked as a category 
through which inclusion and exclusion are exercised and experienced. 
A central goal of  this book is to increase awareness around issues of  rac-
ism and social assistance policies as well as make suggestions for policy 
reforms that are inclusive and will promote greater racial equality.
 In the next chapter we document the policy changes in welfare fraud 
legislation in Ontario and British Columbia in the past fifteen years. We 
argue that the introduction of  fraud protection measures is part and 
parcel of  a broader shift towards welfare reduction, the surveillance of  
the poor and the integration of  workfare. Given that people of  colour in 
Canada are already frequently criminalized, these welfare policies have 
a particularly detrimental effect on these groups. Although the rationale 
for fraud protection measures is claimed to be financial, we show that 
these policies have a far greater ideological significance, conveyed in large 
part through the media. In Chapter Three, we discuss the coverage of  
welfare fraud in three Canadian newspapers: the Globe and Mail, the Toronto 
Star and the Vancouver Sun. While issues of  fraud policies are extensively 
covered in relation to debates on poverty reduction, racism, financial 
repercussions for the state and monitoring tools, there is a conspicuous 
silence of  the perspectives and experiences of  those on welfare. Indeed, 
on the topic of  welfare fraud, the media give voice almost exclusively to 
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those who hold significant power: politicians, academics, policymakers 
and social advocates.
 We need to situate the effects of  welfare policies and regulations 
within an understanding of  how these are experienced by those on wel-
fare, particularly people of  colour. Welfare recipients do not just experi-
ence racism, they are also continually racialized. In Chapter Four we 
highlight the ways in which inclusion and exclusion are enacted through 
a variety of  systemic processes, many of  which comprise the informal 
rules that social workers differentially impose on welfare recipients. We 
show how races do not exist outside the social assistance system but rather 
are created within the process through the labelling of  certain “types” 
of  people as more likely to behave in fraudulent ways. The concept of  
“gendered racialization” facilitates an understanding of  how women and 
men of  colour differently experience the welfare system. This conceptual 
approach guided our data collection, which involved interviews with 
twenty-four welfare recipients of  colour. Our conversations focused on 
how people felt when they were attempting to access the welfare system, 
as well as how they experienced their “race” as a defining category or 
trait. In Chapters Five and Six we analyze the perspectives our respond-
ents shared with us. We document the ways in which the welfare system 
exacerbates the social exclusion of  people of  colour by failing to provide 
adequate English-language support, by exposing recipients to harassment 
from enforcement officers and by funnelling recipients into precarious 
jobs. Instead of  social and psychological support, people of  colour are 
criminalized both when they attempt to access the welfare system and 
when they attempt to extend their claim for benefits. In Chapter Seven 
we show that people of  colour often experience differential treatment and 
direct racism in their interactions with the welfare system. In the final 
chapter, we argue for the need to move towards a proactive and systemic 
welfare system, one based on an understanding of  the systemic nature of  
inequality, poverty and racism.




